
I didn’t create the development to develop the street, 
but to develop the neighbourhood. Marylebone has 
always been considered the poor neighbour to 
Mayfair but it has beautiful architecture and there 
is something unique and authentic about it.

I could get my money back tomorrow, but I own 
something that is incredibly beautiful and into which 
I’ve put an incredible amount of effort. It’s a treasure 
to have.

he German-born, London-based property developer Harry Handlesman is the CEO of Manhattan Loft Corporation 

and has been credited with introducing “loft living” to the UK in the early 1990s. Many of his trailblazing 

residential and commercial developments have been key to their neighbourhood’s regeneration. He is also 

the developer behind hotels such the St Pancras Hotel in King’s Cross and the current A-list favourite, Chiltern 

Firehouse in Marylebone, created in partnership with US hotelier André Balazs. Director of Ealing Studios, 

which he also owns, he is currently developing two East London projects: a forty-two-storey luxury residential which he also owns, he is currently developing two East London projects: a forty-two-storey luxury residential 

tower, the Manhattan Loft Gardens in Stratford (completing 2018), and the Hackney Fashion Hub (launching 

spring 2016). 

What’s been your best investment?

The Manhattan Loft Company’s first development. It wasn’t premeditated, I just saw this beautiful Clerkenwell 

building in an auction catalogue. It was quite an imposing building with a lot of fenestration. I didn’t really know 

Clerkenwell, but I decided to take a look. It was really fabulous and I thought the area was really cool. 

It was the height of the recession in 1992 and there was no demand for residential properties at the time but I It was the height of the recession in 1992 and there was no demand for residential properties at the time but I 

wanted to buy it. It really reminded me of Tribeca buildings in New York, and I felt this would be an amazing 

opportunity to introduce something new to London.

How quickly did the loft-living concept take off?

Despite it being the recession, people took to it. It was something different and I presold lots of the apartments. 

There were twenty-four in total. The musician Tanita Tikaram bought four flats and combined them into one. The 

buyers used individual architects, but I facilitated the process. At the time Blueprint magazine ran a supplement 

on the loft concept and we asked half a dozen architects to come up with their vision of loft living; quite a few 

firms became established and built great practices on the back of that.

Bankside Bankside Lofts followed, why Southwark?

Just because an area has been ignored for a long time doesn’t mean that the location isn’t relevant. I try to find 

those missing links that make it viable. It’s all about infrastructure and positioning. Back then Southwark was a 

no-go area and my only competition was someone bidding to convert it into student accommodation.

Now Chiltern Firehouse is having a similar effect?

Chiltern Street was exciting before we came along; it had history. There was a character to it that I really, really Chiltern Street was exciting before we came along; it had history. There was a character to it that I really, really 

liked. I didn’t create the development to develop the street, but to develop the neighbourhood. Marylebone has 

always been considered the poor neighbour to Mayfair but it has beautiful architecture and there is something 

unique and authentic about it. I wanted to create something that became a truly international destination in its 

own right. The hotel is incredibly beautiful, but it was all there. Take the bar: we just added plants and furniture 

– the essence of it was already there.

What’s been your greatest risk? 

The St Pancras Hotel. It’s a listed building and I worked on it for four years in advance and thought I knew every The St Pancras Hotel. It’s a listed building and I worked on it for four years in advance and thought I knew every 

challenge because I’d inspected it so thoroughly. But it’s only when you start the refurbishment that you realise 

the complexity and the immense cost involved. It was possibly naivety on my part, but it was so bad. It needed 

a lot more repair than we initially anticipated, but you just persevere. It’s like being in a relationship: even 

though the person gives you a hard time, if it’s really great you don’t want to simply give it up. 

What’s next on the horizon in London?

I’m looking to do something in Shoreditch. It’s so cool and interesting but there aren’t that many great 

buildings. I want to do a commercial property there that really stands apart. 

What advice would you like to pass on?

I tell my daughters, it’s not about money. Be passionate, love what you do and make sure it makes sense. 

But doing what you love is really important. Life is too short to find yourself doing something you don’t 

care about.care about.
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Have you broken even now?

The capital investment I made was huge, but it’s actually going to show me a decent return. People make me 

offers all the time. I could get my money back tomorrow, but I own something that is incredibly beautiful and 

into which I’ve put an incredible amount of effort. It’s a treasure to have.

And now you’re becoming a hotelier in your own right? 

Yes, we’re opening a seven-storey design hotel, designed by the Danish studio Space Copenhagen, within the Yes, we’re opening a seven-storey design hotel, designed by the Danish studio Space Copenhagen, within the 

Manhattan Loft Gardens tower, along with two destination rooftop restaurants and a private members’ club. The 

hotel lobby will blend together with the residents’ lobby, creating an exciting social space. If I am successful, 

I’m going to redefine high-rise living: there will be communal gardens and lateral space in the vertical 

community. This is also about shifting the centre of gravity to East London and embracing the excitement of 

the area. It will all be a short walk from Stratford’s future cultural hub, the new V&A, Smithsonian, Sadler’s the area. It will all be a short walk from Stratford’s future cultural hub, the new V&A, Smithsonian, Sadler’s 

Wells Theatre and the London College of Fashion’s headquarters.
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Harry Handlesman pioneered the conversion of dusty, derelict warehouses into luxury lofts and is the developer behind 
St Pancras Hotel and Chiltern Firehouse. Here he talks about the pitfalls of restoring listed piles and going high rise. 
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The Manhattan Loft Gardens development in Stratford, East London, set to open in 2018. 
Credit: Manhattan Loft Corporation

The David Adjaye-designed Hackney Fashion Hub, set to open later this year. 
Credit: Manhattan Loft Corporation

Bankside Central. Credit: Manhattan Loft Corporation Bankside Lofts. Credit: Manhattan Loft Corporation

Chiltern Firehouse, a development with American hotelier Andre Balazs, has become an A-list favourite. 
Credit: Manhattan Loft Corporation

The living room of the Royal Suite at St Pancras Hotel. 
Credit: Manhattan Loft Corporation


